Transing the small screen: loving and hating transgender youth in Glee and Degrassi by Sandercock, Thomas
 DRO  
Deakin Research Online, 
Deakin University’s Research Repository  Deakin University CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B 
Transing the small screen: loving and hating transgender youth in Glee and Degrassi 
Citation of the final chapter:  
Sandercock, Thomas 2017, Transing the small screen: loving and hating transgender youth in Glee 
and Degrassi. In Luyt, Russell, Welch, Christina and Lobban, Rosemary (ed), Diversity in gender and 
visual representation, Routledge, Basingstoke, Eng. 
 
 
 
 
 
This is the accepted manuscript of a chapter published by Routledge in Diversity in gender and 
visual representation in 2017, available at: https://www.routledge.com/Diversity-in-Gender-and-
Visual-Representation-1st-Edition/Luyt-Welch-Lobban/p/book/9780367230883  
©2017, Taylor & Francis 
 
 
 
 
 
Downloaded from DRO: 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30093731  
  
*Email: tsanderc@deakin.edu.au 
Transing the small screen: loving and hating transgender youth in Glee and Degrassi 
Tom Sandercock* 
School of Communication & Creative Arts, Deakin University 
 
 
 
Abstract 
The teen television shows Glee (2009-) and Degrassi (2001-) are notable for diversity in 
gender and sexuality representations. Glee represents a variety of masculine women and 
feminine men as well as gay, lesbian, and bisexual characters. Likewise, Canada’s 
Degrassi franchise has portrayed non-heterosexual characters in significant and 
controversial ways. Its most recent incarnation, Degrassi (previously Degrassi: The Next 
Generation) is discussed in this article, alongside Glee, in relation to their recent 
inclusions of two transgender-identified teenagers bringing transgenderism to the fore of 
these programmes’ discussions of gender and identity. As trans youth are highly 
vulnerable due to both systemic ageism and cisgenderism, it is not surprising that both 
detail narratives of discrimination and assault driven by bigotry and ignorance. 
Conversely, they also explore more positive aspects of the lives of young people, such as 
friendship and romance (even as these cause their own problems at times), also enjoyed 
by trans youth. As such, the themes of ‘love’ and ‘hate’ manifest in interesting ways in 
both of these televisual texts and guide this article’s analysis. While challenging 
assumptions that trans lives are governed by negative emotional states, these 
representations continue to reify stereotypes, not only of transness, but also of boyhood, 
girlhood, race, and their intersections. Both representations are grounded in material and 
emotional journeys (or movements) and the concept of the ‘moving body’ (Keegan, 
2013) partly informs these readings. The privileging of certain modes of trans 
personhood and embodiment over less normative (unseen, unacknowledged, and thus 
invisible) ones is at stake in these representations, but they also lay the groundwork for 
diverse future depictions. By addressing this gap in research this article elucidates how 
gender (diversity) is being constructed for consumption on adolescent television and its 
potential for (re)thinking trans/gender, identity, and embodiment for young people in 
contemporary Western societies. 
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Introduction 
Although often assumed to be reserved for adult audiences there are numerous explorations 
of transgenderism1 and gender diversity in television programmes for children and 
adolescents. From references to gender transitions on The Simpsons, to the magical gender-
swapping antics on Sabrina the Teenage Witch, to the gender diversity in the recent cartoon 
SheZow, it is clear that, broadly, transgender themes have become staples in television 
production for young people.2 Beyond sporadic or codified instances there are significant 
transgender representations on the North American shows Glee (2009-) and Degrassi 
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(previously Degrassi: The Next Generation) (2001-). They differ in terms of casting, content, 
style, language, and performance, all which shape and inform American and Canadian 
discourses on race, class, gender, sexuality, and dis/ability. Glee is an extravagant hour-long 
American musical-comedy series about students and faculty involved with a high school glee 
club (show choir) at William McKinley High in fictionalised small-town Lima, Ohio. 
Degrassi is a Canadian half-hour-long teen soap opera set in urban Toronto about teenagers 
who attend Degrassi Community School. While differing in terms of tone (Glee uses comedy 
to explore sensitive issues; Degrassi is more serious), they attempt to destigmatise 
marginalised groups, yet critical readings suggest they often achieve the opposite of this goal 
(Dubrofsky, 2013; Kociemba, 2010). 
Glee contains numerous sexuality and gender minority characters, such as gay male 
student Kurt Hummel, who is both infantilised and feminised,3 and football coach Shannon 
Beiste, who initially lives and expresses as a straight masculine cisgender (non-trans) woman 
(derided for a non-traditional appearance4) but later comes out as a gay transgender man in 
season six. Others include the lesbian and bisexual cheerleaders Santana Lopez and Brittany 
S. Pierce. At times, non-heterosexual and alternatively gendered subjectivities intersect, as 
with the feminine gay men Kurt and ex-/teacher Sandy Ryerson. Their characterisations 
utilise stereotypes shown by their unwanted advances towards straight men,5 and 
(cheerleading) Coach Sue Sylvester and Coach Beiste, being butch female-assigned people, 
are aligned with sexual delinquency.6 Thus Glee conflates male femininity with 
homosexuality and renders gender alterity synonymous with sexual immorality. Glee may 
bring ‘together a range of cross-gender phenomena…and trans-ing discourses that represent 
men as feminine [and] women as masculine (Sears, 2008, 384), but it does this while relying 
on harmful tropes that reinforces the legitimacy of heterosexual and cisgender people.  
The Degrassi franchise began with four short films between 1979 and 1982 that 
formed the basis of the first TV series, The Kids of Degrassi Street that ran until 1986, about 
children living in Toronto, Canada. This series dealt with a range of issues relating to health, 
education, relationships, and ethical dilemmas. This was followed by Degrassi Junior High 
from 1987 to 1989, Degrassi High from 1989 to 1991, finalised with the telemovie School’s 
Out in 1992. Each of these tackled more contentious topics for young people (drug use, 
pregnancy, homosexuality, suicide), all now staples in its latest incarnation. Considering its 
pervasiveness in popular culture, Geoff Pevere (2005) aptly states that ‘[t]he Degrassi 
phenomenon is some kind of monster’ (11), a comment applicable to Glee, despite its shorter 
life. Both have spawned un/official transmedia texts such as Glee’s novels and the 2011 film 
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Glee: The 3D Concert Movie and Degrassi’s graphic novels and telemovies, as well as 
soundtracks and fan roleplaying via the social media website Twitter (Wood & Baughman 
2012). Like Glee, the Degrassi franchise has included a range of sexuality minorities. The 
first minor gay character appeared in a single episode in 1988 of Degrassi Junior High. 
While this episode broke ground it would be fourteen years (including a nine year hiatus 
between School’s Out and Degrassi: The Next Generation) until Marco Del Rossi, the 
franchise’s first central gay character, would appear. Jes Battis (2013) explains that there was 
an absence of sexuality diversity on TV for adolescents in the mid-1990s to early 2000s, 
writing that ‘[a]fter Ricky Vasquez on My So-Called Life (1994) teen audiences had to wait 
seven years until the arrival of Marco…on Degrassi…to see anything close to a “realistic” 
portrait of a gay teen’ (18). Since then the show has included numerous central LGBTQ 
characters, including gay adolescent Tristan Milligan (season 11), gay couple Riley Stavros 
and Zane Park (ex-students and football players, seasons 8 and 9 to season 11), lesbian 
student Fiona Coyne (seasons 9 to 12), and Imogen Moreno (season 11) who dates boys and 
girls and never defines her sexuality, among other minor characters. This highlights the 
significance of Degrassi and sexuality portrayals for young people, while lacking substantial 
representations of gender diversity. With the addition of transgender teen Adam Torres in 
season ten, like Glee’s addition of Unique Adams in season three, both brought 
transgenderism to the forefront of their discussions of gender and identity. 
 This article considers how these shows ‘trans’ the landscape of youth television by 
bringing into focus transgender lives, experiences, and bodies. Central to this discussion is 
how trans youth are regulated, disciplined, and marginalised, as well as tolerated, accepted, 
and embraced; in short, how they are hated and loved. Moreover, this article hopes to further 
trans the study of young people’s textual cultures. Susan Stryker, Paisley Currah, and Lisa 
Jean Moore (2008) explain that transing works as ‘a disciplinary tool when the stigma 
associated with the lack or loss of gender status threatens social unintelligibility, coercive 
normalization, or even bodily extermination. It can also function as an escape vector, line of 
flight, or pathway toward liberation’ (13). They write that ‘we have become familiar…with 
queering things; how might we likewise begin to critically trans- our world?’ (13). As such 
this article is concerned with how Glee and Degrassi ‘trans- our world’ and how criticism of 
these shows can further trans of the study of youth texts. 
While many scholars have discussed transgenderism and transsexuality in literature 
and culture (Phillips, 2006; Halberstam, 2005; Salamon, 2010; Prosser, 1998), there remains 
sparse discussion of youth representations, but the small body of scholarship in this area is 
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broadly significant (Flanagan, 2008; Mallan, 2009; Norton, 1999). More specifically, 
attention has been paid to Glee and Degrassi as sites for thinking about the construction and 
mediation of youth cultures. Discussions of Glee particularly elucidate how its universe 
expands across media for youth to ‘interpret their own life experiences…[to] imagine and 
articulate queer desires’ (Marwick, Gray & Ananny 2013, 628). Many have criticised Glee’s 
representations of race, disability, gender, and sexuality as problematic. Rachel E. Dubrofsky 
(2013) argues Glee promotes a postracist ideology thus ‘downplay[ing] racism, [and] 
avoid[ing its] institutional role and presence’ (83). David Kociemba (2010) criticises Glee’s 
disability representations, referring to the performance of paraplegic Artie Abrams (portrayed 
by a non-paraplegic actor) as ‘a crip drag performance of a stereotype’ concluding it does not 
further disability rights or successfully critique disability-based oppression (Introduction 
section, para. 3). Alice Marwick, Mary L. Gray, and Mike Ananny (2013) argue ‘Glee’s 
treatment of gender and sexuality is no less complicated [than those of race or disability], 
particularly when it comes to representations of LGBT characters’ (634). Their study of the 
con/text of Glee and its reception reveal significant ways for thinking about how casual and 
devoted young fans can engage with television in complex ways. Sharyn Pearce (2013) 
positively considers Glee offering ‘a less rigid, more nuanced view of teenage love, 
confusion, uncertainty and sexual identity’ which ‘can capitalise on and compensate for the 
deficiencies of sex education programs in schools’ (200), but this account does not consider 
the passive and problematic conservative gender and sexual politics in Glee. 
Scholars who discuss Unique often do so in relation to other queer characters, such as 
Kurt, failing to account for Unique’s identification as a straight woman. In their discussion of 
queer sexualities in Glee, Michaela D. E. Meyer and Megan M. Wood (2013) include Unique 
in their list of queer characters. Likewise, Katherine J. Lehman (2014) also refers to Unique 
as queer alongside Kurt. Of course ‘queerness’ in this sense is a disruption of norms related 
to both gender and sexuality and not necessarily an inference of sexuality identity. Lehman’s 
discussion also brings attention to how Glee tackles the distinctions between transness (that is 
‘transsexuality and the broader category “transgender” as a multivalent and politicized term 
collecting multiple forms of transitional, medically transitioned, and non-conforming 
genders’ [Keegan, para. 2]) and queerness (that is ‘a range of nonnormative sexual practices 
and gender identifications beyond gay and lesbian’ [Love, 172]). Lehman thus brings those 
distinctions to her own analysis which includes a critique of Glee’s past transphobia, citing 
the use of the slur ‘tranny’ (100), concluding that the ‘introduction of Unique may not make 
up for past transgressions, but it…demonstrate[s] that Glee is capable of growth’ (101). 
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There is also a proliferation of scholarship surrounding Degrassi, however, far less 
devoted to representations of queerness and transness. Elana Levine (2009) examines 
Degrassi as ‘a case study of Canada’s “media-identity problematic”’ (515) arguing it 
embodies the contemporary tensions between the local and global, balancing ‘the 
heterogeneous and the homogenous…[standing] as a proud symbol of Canadian culture 
while…circulating as a desirable international property’ (516). Suzanne Rintoul and Quintin 
Zachary Hewlett (2009) highlight the tendency to position Degrassi as an exemplar of both 
Canadian and youth cultures, writing that many suggest its ‘representations…are somehow 
more authentic than…American television’ (126-127). Their analysis of Degrassi, its 
transmedia texts, and scholarship, suggests this fixation is a desire to counter American 
cultural hegemony, to refuse ‘to understand Canadian culture as “Other” to or “less than” 
American culture’ but that this fails to consider ‘the ways in which these terms come to be 
defined’ (143). Dustin B. Goltz (2011) highlights how the representation of gay couple 
Marco and Dylan in Degrassi critiques heteronormativity while simultaneously reinforcing 
those values through their live-in relationship, which enacts ‘a domestic and blissful 
performance the heterosexual characters fail to achieve’ (87), revealing an interesting tension. 
Cael M. Keegan (2013) posits the emergence of a ‘transnormative subject position’ (para. 3), 
in texts such as Degrassi, arguing they imbricate trans characters with hegemonic norms and 
render ‘transgender difference [as] ultimately resolvable—something that can be 
unproblematically folded into heteronormative familial and social structures’ (para. 28).  
As these texts have emerged in differing North American contexts, they respectively 
reveal variances in gender politics between Canada and America. They also represent 
‘opposing’ hegemonic constructions of trans identities. Adam is a white trans man and 
Unique is an African American trans woman. They contrast in terms of society, culture, 
gender, and race. However, it is not my intention to reify racialised or gendered binaries but 
to frame the following discussion with how these differences impact on their individuated 
experiences in significant ways. This is both challenging and valuable as in no way are these 
two immediately comparable, except that they are heterosexual, identify with dominant 
gender modes, and desire to live as and embody the norms associated with those modes. This 
article begins with a brief discussion of the affective visual representation of Adam and 
Unique before analysing their representations, which is guided by each show’s thematisation 
of ‘love’ and ‘hate’. 
‘Moving’ trans youth on screen 
6 
Unique and Adam’s representations are undergirded by strong emotionality and affectivity in 
relation to their respective narratives of (attempted) romance and discrimination. Keegan 
(2013) argues that ‘[i]n both medical and fictional literature, transgender identity has been 
sutured to specific forms of negative affect—rage, sorrow, wishfulness, denial—as both 
“instrument[s] of pathologization” (Butler 76) and expressions of what is imagined to be an 
inherently dysphoric ontology’ (para. 3). Keegan identifies an ‘emerging transnormative 
subject position’ which he refers to as ‘the “moving body” [which]…journeys from negative 
to redemptive affect, from psychosis to mental health, from self-hatred to a celebration of 
liberal individuality’ (para. 3). The normativising comportment of transness in this way 
imbricates trans people with their respective dominant cultures, thus solidifying as much as 
opening for critique, trans stereotypes. As such, critical readings of these texts reveal strong 
tensions between the liberation and marginalisation of gender minorities. There are few 
screen representations of trans young people.7 In light of this, Glee and Degrassi’s depictions 
are significant and groundbreaking, and demand attention as they allow audiences to visibly 
see (constructions of) trans youth. As screen texts focus largely on the physical embodiment 
of gender due to the visual nature of the medium, they are sites in which discussions of 
gendered in/authenticity can take place. 
Adam is introduced in season nine’s ‘I Just Don’t Know What To Do With Myself’ 
(Huether & Gunnarsson, 2010) when fellow students (and the audience) are unaware that he 
is trans. He is thin, white, and casually dressed in street/skateboarder fashion, subtly tying 
him to notions of rebelliousness and nonconformity. In his first appearance, repairing a car’s 
headlight with his new friends Sav Bhandari and Eli Goldsworthy, he is humorously 
represented as failing to authenticate normative masculinity. At this point the humour is 
arguably not transphobic (not suggesting that he is not a ‘real’ man) but rather that he is 
merely trying to fit in with other men by enacting stereotypes. He makes a crass innuendo, 
confirming his assumed heterosexuality and inferring that he has a large penis, both 
masculine ideals. This occurs when Sav, looking at his repaired headlight, exclaims, ‘I can’t 
believe you got it in there!’ to which Adam responds, ‘that’s what my ex-girlfriend said’. 
Adam is confused when neither laugh, but then they explain they find his joke ‘gross’. This 
challenges his assumptions about teenage boy behaviour. Adam’s claim to a large penis 
reveals a belief that penis size is tied to men’s worth, while also suggesting a certain amount 
of personal insecurity (which is retrospectively problematic due to his ‘female’ embodiment). 
For Sav and Eli, the joke is not Adam’s wordplay but rather his belief that a large penis, or 
crude statements, ‘makes’ you a man. Adam’s reveals underlying insecurities about his 
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(assumed) penis—insecurities that his friends refuse to reciprocate—suggesting that, as Peter 
Lehman (2007) explains, ‘the small penis is [in fact] the butt of the joke’ (237). Again, Adam 
is informed that his masculinity is inauthentic when he cheers their success at fixing the 
headlight, saying ‘boo-yeah!’ to which Sav and Eli poke fun, saying ‘dude, “boo-yeah”?’ and 
‘who are you?’ pointing to Adam’s disjunction with their conceptions of appropriate 
masculinity. While Adam is not out as trans yet, this episode brings to the fore that, like 
Unique, he has ‘issues’ with gender. 
Unique is a large African American trans woman, introduced in season three’s 
‘Saturday Night Glee-ver’ (Hodgson & Buecker, 2012). In this episode, prior to coming out, 
she goes to meet Kurt and Mercedes Jones, the only other central African American teen. The 
scenes between Kurt, Mercedes, and Unique highlight Unique’s alignment with these 
characters, particularly as she embodies the aspects that mark them as minorities (perceivable 
queerness, gender transgression; large, black). Kurt misidentifies sameness between himself 
and Unique in this episode, assuming that she is a gay cisgender man, saying ‘I admit that 
I’ve worn some flamboyant designer outfits, but I’ve never dressed up like a woman.’ Kurt 
polices Unique’s expression and makes assumptions that, because she dresses in women’s 
clothes, she is in fact a gay man. Thus he reifies the popular view that ‘there is no discernable 
difference between representations of drag and trans difference’ (Keegan, para. 6). In a 
poignant moment Unique explains, ‘that’s because you [Kurt] identify yourself as a man. I 
thought you of all people would understand.’ As such, Glee attempts to distinguish between 
gay (sexuality) and trans (gender), but Unique remains queerly aligned with Kurt just as she 
is racially aligned with Mercedes. Dubrofsky (2013) argues that Glee defines ‘itself explicitly 
as not racist, but…the ways in which it does this perpetuates racism and relies on racist 
tropes’ (82). She argues that, since Mercedes is represented as equally talented as the white 
(Jewish) glee star Rachel Berry, the reason she is not ‘the’ star is because ‘she is portrayed as 
lacking the…ability to tame her emotions to claim center stage, reproducing stereotypes of 
the angry black woman’ (91). Like Mercedes, Unique is subsumed within racial stereotypes. 
Moreover, Unique is further aligned with Mercedes as  various characters highlight their 
similar appearance. Brittany, who is characterised as stupid, can tell no discernible difference 
between them, and Sue refers to Unique as ‘Urethra Franklin’ (Hitchcock & Falchuck, 2012), 
just as she has referred to Mercedes as ‘Arethra [Franklin]’ in the past (Murphy & Falchuck, 
2009). As such, while Glee allows for critiques of racism, transphobia, and the intersectional 
nature of racialised and gendered stereotypes of black women, Unique remains objectified by 
her construction as a composite embodiment of Kurt and Mercedes’s differences. Unique 
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even explains that if these two Glee veterans ‘had a love child, it would be Unique’ (Hodgson 
& Buecker, 2012) thus shoring up, and self-reflexively perpetuating, her construction as a 
shell through which to continue the exploration of gender- and race-based discrimination at 
McKinley. 
By ‘seeing’ these central trans characters on screen these shows allow for nuanced 
representations as the sight of ‘real’ performers playing these roles adds a material aspect to 
trans representations. However, the implied cisgender gaze of these visual texts also ‘fixes’ 
transness, thus rendering trans people as knowable and legible curiosities, shoring up binaries 
of self/other and cis/trans. Moreover, this fixing gives implied young viewers a limited range 
of emotional responses to transness. Keegan writes that, on screen, ‘transgender difference is 
commonly reduced to an experience of prescribed affect: the trans body is fashioned as one 
that “feels bad”’ (para. 2). He argues that viewers are encouraged to sympathise with the 
transnormative subject, which functions to induce compulsory emotive responses. This, he 
argues, moves ‘the transgender figure from the total margin of society to the heart of the 
nation’ (para. 4), thus integrating trans subjects with their dominant cultures. But Unique and 
Adam do not just ‘move’ the audience emotionally; they also have their own material 
migrations tied to their trans experience. Where most characters emerge ‘organically’ in their 
shows—positioned as pre-existing, overlooked members of the school setting or appearing en 
route from elementary and middle school respectively—Unique and Adam’s entries are both 
sudden and centred on their transness. They both need new and safer places to express their 
self-determined genders. Adam’s mother fears that he will be tormented here as he was at his 
last school (Grassi & Earnshaw, 2010a) and Unique states that it is only within McKinley’s 
glee club that she is ‘welcomed with open arms’ (Murphy & Falchuck, 2012). As such their 
movements towards their self-determined genders are imbricated with their literal movements 
from previous transphobic settings to hopeful spaces of liberation and autonomy. 
The dating scene(s) 
Dating is often cast as challenging and awkward for teenagers, however, Glee and Degrassi 
suggest it can be more difficult for trans youth. Both explore how relationships for trans/cis 
couples can be complex to navigate, particularly when they exist within heteronormative 
paradigms. Binarised dominant sexualities (hetero/homo) are often positioned as largely 
dependent on binary gender, and in the mainstream, gender and sexuality are largely 
indistinguishable (Bornstein, 1995, 32). It is this belief that interprets sexuality from gender 
expression, the kind of thinking that assumes a masculine man is straight or a feminine man 
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is gay. Moreover, Stryker (2006) argues that trans people destabilise the binarised system of 
‘sexual object choice’ that ‘distinguish “hetero” from “homo” sexualities…to the precise 
extent that the “sex” of the object is called into question’ (7). In light of this, it is clear why 
Adam and Unique find relationships difficult given their (perceivable) ambivalence to such 
normativising constructions. Traci B. Abbott (2013) writes, ‘[i]n our transphobic and 
homophobic culture…romantic or sexual attraction to a transperson is, at its most benign, a 
comic misunderstanding, or, at its worst, an abhorrent deception that can justify murder’ (34). 
With this ingrained prejudice foregrounded she analyses a recurring trope she terms ‘the 
trans/romance dilemma’ in which ‘narrative expectation is subverted and romantic contact 
stifled because the filmmaker fears the audience will read the trans character’s gender 
identity as inauthentic and the romance as transgressive’ (32). She argues that ‘romance 
[often] undermines the otherwise positive portrayal of the trans experience and reaffirms the 
dominant viewpoint that authentic gender is dependent upon birth sex rather than gender 
identity’ (32). While films might continue to stumble over trans/cis romances, Abbott hopes 
that, because of queer romance on television shows like Glee, that ‘perhaps now we should 
look for more respectful and sensitive trans/romances on the small screen’ (39). Yet in 
shifting between reifying and debunking negative trans stereotypes, Glee’s portrayal of 
trans/romance is no more respectful or sensitive than those Abbott outlines, and perhaps more 
problematic. Degrassi, on the other hand, may have been more successful in overcoming the 
trans/romance dilemma, even if it is short-lived and ends in misfortune, being both a 
groundbreaking and experimental representation on youth television as much as it is aligned 
with traditions of heterosexual romantic tragedy. 
Unique’s romantic life is limited and problematic. In her endeavour to find reciprocated 
love she develops an Internet relationship using the pseudonym ‘Katie’ with her fellow glee 
member, the handsome, white, heterosexual, cisgender young man, Ryder Lynn. Developing 
fabricated social media profiles and using these to establish relationships with real individuals 
is known as catfishing (van Dijck 2012) and Unique’s catfishing reveals a number of self-
esteem issues concerning her gender, race, body size, and sexuality. Catfishing allows Unique 
to fulfil her ‘need to be connected’ (van Dijck, 142) by allowing a level of intimacy to 
develop which she believes would not be possible in reality. This ‘romance’ highlights her 
‘wishfulness’ (Keegan, para. 3) for the normativity of heterosexual love that she believes is 
beyond her. While Ryder’s online relationship with ‘Katie’ blooms his friendship with 
Unique takes a problematic turn as he refuses to validate her gender. Significantly, Unique 
portrays herself online as a thin, white, blonde, cisgender woman—a hegemonic ideal of 
10 
beauty—an identity and embodiment that exists in opposition to her as a large, black, trans 
woman. This highlights the intersectional nature of gender, race, and beauty ideals that 
impact on the marginalisation of trans women of colour. Her avatar reveals beliefs about 
what is most beautiful and desirable, and her fears of embodying none of these ideals. She 
articulates this clearly in ‘All Or Nothing’ (Brennan & Buckler, 2013) when she says: 
It started off innocent at first, and then he started telling me things, and it got way 
too deep to stop, and you don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve felt this close 
to someone without all of this [gesturing to her body] getting in the way.  
Unique believes her embodiment hinders her chance at intimacy by ‘getting in the way’ of 
complying with cisgendered and heterosexual norms, which catfishing has allowed her to 
circumvent. She emphasises how her appearance prevents her from an honest connection 
with Ryder when she explains that she is not his ‘vision of beauty.’ While Ryder is a victim 
of deception, his behaviour is hostile: he consistently refers to her with the masculine ‘dude’ 
despite her objections and declaration in the episode ‘Feud’ that she is ‘a proud black 
woman’ (Aguirre-Sacasa & Buckler, 2013). He exasperates the situation when exclaiming, 
‘Look, I’m just so confused, yesterday you’re dressed as a boy, today you’re a girl, what 
bathroom do you use, make up your mind!’ His frustration stems from ignorance about 
gender diversity and confusion because Unique, due to social pressure, often dresses in non-
feminine attire. Unique clarifies that his beliefs do not determine her identity, yet her 
insistence to be validated by him suggests otherwise. As Ryder is a handsome, athletic, 
heterosexual, cisgender man—representative of the masculine ideal—his validation stands to 
represent wider societal acceptance. Impacting Ryder’s worldview is his reliance on notions 
of essential truths. In an online conversation with ‘Katie’ he types, ‘I respect his [sic] choices 
but what is true is true.’ As such, he actively misgenders her as he supports his prejudice with 
the ‘fact’ of an incorruptible cisgendered reality—which her existence already contests. 
Under the cyber guise of ‘Katie,’ Unique makes Ryder interrogate his beliefs by turning his 
own logic around on him, saying, ‘This Wade/Unique guy believes he is a girl. He doesn’t 
need any proof. It’s his truth. And like what you said, what’s true is true’.  
While this helps Ryder to change his views, what is problematic is that both Unique 
and ‘Katie’ communicate the same message, yet it only gains traction when expressed by an 
attractive white cisgender woman. This highlights the role of race but also the economy of 
desire whereby ‘loving’ Unique becomes crucial to winning the affection of ‘Katie’ who 
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intersectionally embodies normative femininity, whiteness, and cisness. While Glee critiques 
racism and cisgenderism it also reifies trans stereotypes, in part legitimising the masculinist 
fear of being sexually ‘duped’ by a trans woman. This ‘relationship’ is Unique’s only 
experience of ‘romance’ and it reinforces the idea that trans/cis relationships require, or are 
only made possible through, complex networks of deception. Glee avoids any on screen 
intimacy involving Unique, thus shielding Ryder from ‘queerness,’ and reinforcing the 
‘trans/romance dilemma’ (Abbott, 32). This validates stereotypes about black trans women as 
much as it can critique the marginalisation of gender and racial minorities. 
Degrassi’s trans/cis romances are represented differently, yet there are thematic links, 
particularly in relation to (perceivable) queerness. When Adam develops a relationship with 
Fiona Coyne, who is slowly coming to terms with her lesbian identity, her desire for women 
leads to her problematically fetishizing Adam. In the episode ‘Chasing Pavements’ she 
expresses that she likes his soft body and encourages him not to become more muscular 
saying, ‘I like that you’re the best of both worlds, boyish and girlish’ (Taha & Earnshaw, 
2011). Fiona is expressing what could be articulated as a genuine attraction to a trans man, 
however, Adam does not want to be viewed as feminine or ambiguously-gendered. Fiona’s 
desire for his ‘female’ body and masculine identity is viewed as misdirected lesbian affection 
when Adam exclaims, ‘Face it, Fiona, you want a girl!’ This episode begins with Fiona 
dreaming of intimacy with a female friend, foreshadowing acceptance of her lesbianism. 
Adam is astute when he accuses her of using him so she can have ‘the best of both worlds’ to 
explore her lesbianism under the guise of heterosexuality. Moreover, being Fiona’s ‘lesbian’ 
counterpart invalidates his manhood. Judith Butler ([1990, 1999] 2007) meditates on these 
ontological problems asking ‘how do non-normative sexual practices call into question the 
stability of gender as a category of analysis? How do certain sexual practices compel the 
question: what is a woman, what is a man?’ (xi). Adam is a heterosexual man and the ‘queer’ 
context of being in a relationship with a lesbian challenges this identification. Adam does not 
see himself in terms of sameness with Fiona, as either woman or lesbian, but it is her vision 
of him as her, albeit ambiguously gendered, lesbian lover that makes him suffer the ‘terror 
and anxiety in “becoming gay”’ and face the possibility ‘of losing [his] place in gender’ (xi).  
In comparison to Unique’s failed romance, Adam has many relationships. He dates 
Fiona fleetingly, declares his interests in Bianca DeSousa and Katie Matlin, has brief affairs 
with Missy Parker and Imogen Moreno, but his most substantial relationship is with Rebecca 
‘Becky’ Baker. Becky enters as a conservative homophobic Christian who protests the 
school’s queer revision of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, but her relationship with Adam 
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transforms her views on gender and sexuality. Although initially excited to go out with him, 
she becomes confused and upset after learning that he is transgender (Grassi & Gunnarsson, 
2012). Later, she reveals to a friend her homophobic fears saying, ‘what if she [sic] turned me 
gay?’ (Huether & Earnshaw, 2012). Again, Adam is subsumed within a lesbian paradigm 
because of his ‘female’ embodiment. Importantly, Becky represents a conservative subject 
that does not fit the show’s overt liberal agenda thus her initial perception of Adam as abject 
encourages the implied viewers to accept him as they are positioned to oppose discriminatory 
beliefs. 
When Becky is away in Florida, Adam again enacts masculine stereotypes by 
becoming jealous when he meets her Church group friend Todd via webcam. Todd is 
unexplainably shirtless exposing his muscular body, thus making Adam feel insecure. Todd 
then exasperates Adam’s anxieties by leaning in to the camera and suggestively saying, 
‘Don’t worry, man, I’ll take care of her.’ Adam suspects Becky of cheating and hacks into 
one of her social media accounts (Hill & Brogren, 2013a). On learning this, Becky puts the 
relationship on halt. In the following episode he receives a text message from her while 
driving and as he replies to her he has a car accident (Hill & Brogren, 2013b) and then later 
dies from complications during surgery (Grassi & Brogren, 2013). Adam’s death can be 
interpreted from a number of perspectives. It can suggest that trans/cis romances are unviable 
or always doomed but it also highlights the strength of their relationship (evidenced by a 
memorial video of them together). Beyond this, as Adam has a history of self-harm, his dying 
in a car accident rather than from suicide avoids reinforcing the idea that trans lives are 
unliveable. Another perspective relates to both a convention of the show’s casting and to 
Adam’s transition. Degrassi cast members have short contracts and their characters usually 
spend a few seasons on the show before graduating and leaving the show. Co-creator and 
executive producer Linda Schuyler explains that the ‘combination of Adam being a favourite 
character, and Jordan [Todosey, the actress who portrayed him] being at the end of her 
contract, presented a unique opportunity to tell this story [of the dangers of texting and 
driving] through such a beloved character’ (Schuyler in Swift 2013, n.p.).  
However, what is not addressed is that at the time of death Adam’s transition is 
‘incomplete’ and his desire to be prescribed testosterone and to embody male norms is left 
unresolved. It is only after his car accident that it is revealed that ‘he had just started 
oestrogen blockers’ (Grassi & Brogren, 2013). With Todosey’s contract ending, Adam’s 
sudden death brings his ‘moving body’ to stasis in a way that the show’s time frame could 
not adequately address. This imbues definitiveness that his character (and the implied viewer) 
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has longed for, giving a sense of closure to his (transitional) narrative, to his romance, and 
not allowing his exit to defer ‘a reinforcement of a binary system of gender’ (Keegan, para. 
6). As trans bodily modifications take time, and are delayed by psycho-medical diagnosis and 
bureaucracy among other factors, Adam’s sudden death solves the ‘problem’ of his 
‘incomplete’ transition as ‘[t]here can be no other imagined end to the story of being 
transgender if the “journey”…can never be completed and put to rest’ (Keegan, para. 6). 
Alternatively his death can be read as leaving his identity and body ‘in-between’ in a number 
of ways (adolescence, trans), reinscribing his love for Becky who he was driving to see, and 
refusing to foreclose on possibilities his future may have held. 
Trans discrimination and the ‘bathroom problem’ 
The high levels of harassment targeted at gay, lesbian, bisexual, queer, and trans youth has 
been documented (Hansen 2009; Roberts et al 2011; Sausa 2005). Lydia A. Sausa (2005) 
argues that ‘[t]rans youth are the most vulnerable adolescent population, due to both violence 
by peers and harassment by adults’ (16). Nicholas M. Teich (2012) contends that ‘[c]hildren 
are bullied for a number of reasons, and one of the most common relates to gender identity’ 
(104). He explains that homophobic slurs such as ‘“you are so gay,” “sissy,” “fag,” “dyke,” 
and “man up!”’ (104) are used to police gender expression. Viviane Namaste (2000) also 
suggests this is a reality and argues that many homophobic ‘attack[s] [are] justified not in 
reaction to one’s sexual identity, but to one’s gender presentation (140). Gender 
nonnormative people are often assumed to be non-heterosexual, and a study involving male-
identifying university students also found that ‘men who have sex with men are viewed as 
less masculine (and more feminine, i.e. more like women) than heterosexual men’ (Mitchell 
& Ellis 2011, 81), indicating that assumptions about sexuality can filter gendered perceptions. 
As such, trans youth are vulnerable due to both ageism but and transphobia. Both 
students and teachers discriminate against Unique, with coach Sue verbally attacking Unique, 
and various students dismissing her gender. Adam, on the other hand, only endures 
intentional mistreatment from students, particularly Bianca DeSousa, who publically rips 
open his shirt, and Owen Milligan and Mark ‘Fitz’ Fitzgerald, who assault him in the men’s 
bathroom. Public bathroom use is highly political for gender minorities. Scholarship has 
explored this topic at length, referring to it as the ‘Bathroom Problem’ (Halberstam 1998, 
20), the ‘Bathroom Debacle’ (Teich, 101), and the ‘Bathroom Question’ (Connell 2011, 175). 
Gayle Salamon (2010) argues that ‘gendered restrooms’ are an ‘example of disciplinary 
power’s nonlocalized effects’ (79) as ‘[t]he power to enforce a gender binary is not located in 
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any one particular restroom or in the women and men who might police that territory’ (80). 
Instead, it is ‘dispersed through an entire matrix of “instruments, techniques, procedures, 
levels of application, targets” (Foucault cited in Salamon, 80). The existence and policing of 
gender-segregated bathrooms creates social and health issues for gender diverse and 
nonnormative people. Catherine Connell (2011) writes this issue ‘is one with symbolic and 
material consequences…fraught with anxiety, ambivalence, and anticipated harassment’ 
(175). Her research suggests that the needs and rights of cisgender and gender conforming 
people are privileged over trans and gender nonconforming people (183). Glee and Degrassi 
demonstrate awareness of the political nature of public bathroom use as both Adam and 
Unique are assaulted in bathrooms at school. 
In ‘The Role You Were Born To Play,’ Unique and Marley discuss auditioning for 
women’s roles in the school musical Grease and Unique articulates that ‘everyone sees [her] 
in drag as a joke or as a stunt’ (Hitchcock & Falchuck, 2012). Then, Sue emerges from a stall 
and delivers a diatribe in which she refers to Unique as ‘Tina Stomach-Turner’ and ‘Urethra 
[sic] Franklin’ telling her: ‘you are a boy and you are fooling no one; you’re smuggling more 
kielbasa under those gowns than a homesick Polish lady trying to sneak through customs.’ 
Fast-paced delivery layers transphobic rhetoric and problematic assumptions into a comedic 
rant that might appeal to viewers with a dark sense of humour and appal viewers who 
understand the seriousness of Sue’s actions. Using a biological frame of reference, Sue 
promotes that medicalised constructions of bodies should determine social identities. The 
name-calling puns have overt significance for a trans reading. ‘Tina Stomach-Turner’ 
promotes transness as an abject and sickening identification while ‘Urethra Franklin’ brings 
biology to the forefront of identity, inferring that Unique will never be or ‘feel like a natural 
woman.’ Implying that transgenderism is a false consciousness through this allusion implies 
Sue’s belief in a prediscursive ‘true’ gender determined by biology. Regarding humour, 
Stefan Horlacher (2009) writes it can play a significant role in the ‘subversion of affirmation 
of gender identities’ particularly ‘if we consider…Freud’s line of argument that “we are 
inclined to give the thought the benefit of what has pleased us in the form of the joke”, so that 
we “are no longer inclined to find anything wrong that has given us enjoyment and so to spoil 
the source of the pleasure”’ (Freud cited in Horlacher, 18).  
The seriousness of discrimination in Glee is often undercut by the excessive humour 
used to cast these actions as satirical commentary, but the show should not be dismissed as 
overtly intending audiences to align with the transphobia depicted. This is clear through the 
self-reflexive comment Sue makes, saying that ‘gender confusion is the liberal media’s new 
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darling’ and that ‘the Hollywood communists are busy force-feeding us…soft profiles of 
gender-confused, hormone-gobbling pre-teens who faint at the sight of their own genitals.’ 
The joke here being that Glee falls into this category, but, more sinisterly, Sue’s comments 
label trans youth as ‘confused’ and ‘fragile’ subjects suggesting that their needs are excessive 
or absurd. The setting of this verbal attack, the women’s bathroom, highlights that it is a 
politicised space that plays a significant role in maintaining binary gender and policing 
gendered difference, as is mirrored violently in Degrassi (discussed below). Sue’s fears are 
presented as hysterical and overly conservative, positioning audiences not to consider her 
actions acceptable, but perhaps more significantly the comedic tone implicitly suggests that 
transphobic harassment is not a serious matter. 
Marley tells Sue ‘you can’t say things like that!’ but never explicitly states that Sue’s 
actions are transphobic, and particularly unacceptable for an educator. The issue is taken no 
further and Unique and Marley’s response is to break into song, singing Pink’s ‘Blow Me 
(One More Kiss)’ as a duet, which also becomes their audition for Grease. While this 
moment is an act of resistance to Sue’s gender policing, the shrugging off of this violent act 
both undermines its seriousness. After Finn casts Unique in the female role of Rizzo, Sue is 
outraged and announces to Principal Figgins that the ‘shemale fabulous Unique Adams [has 
been cast] as Rizzo.’ The dialogue that follows is highly problematic. Figgins does not 
understand as he only thinks of Unique as ‘an attractive, buxom, young woman’ to which 
Will responds ‘Uh, Principal Figgins, Sue’s right…Unique is definitely a guy.’ Here Will 
confirms, and thus partly justifies, Sue’s outrage. His counterargument, to allow Unique to 
play the role because ‘in Shakespeare’s time all the female roles were played by men,’ is 
insulting and invalidating. However, Finn resolves much of the issues here by saying ‘If 
Unique identifies as a girl and dresses as a girl she should be allowed to play one on stage.’  
What is really controversial in this context is not that a ‘man’ might play a ‘woman’s’ 
role but that a transgender student’s gender might be validated by her education system. From 
Sue’s perspective, this follows suit with ‘the liberal media’ in condoning ‘gender confusion.’ 
When Finn calls Sue a bigot, she reminds them all that she had gay students on her 
cheerleading squad and resigned during her stint as principal in protest to the school not 
adequately addressing the homophobia targeted at Kurt. As such, her history of both 
homophobic and antihomophobic behaviour creates a narrative tension. On one hand, her 
homophobia towards Kurt in the past (consistently referring to him as ‘lady’ for example) 
positions her to be transphobic. However, her later antihomophobia suggests that she would 
be inclined to support Unique and protect her within the hierarchical school system. 
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Moreover, reminding audiences that Sue has a vexed history with anti/homophobia further 
suggests that Sue, like the show that contains her, is ‘capable of growth’ (Lehman, 101). 
Perhaps in time Sue will come to embrace, protect, and support Unique as she has done in 
part for Kurt. In any case, Sue’s actions in this episode are never reprimanded, suggesting 
that trans discrimination warrants no intervention unlike her prior expressions of homophobia 
that few students or teachers tolerated. In this way, the homophobic humour used to 
marginalise and mock Kurt is rendered problematic, and homophobic bullying by students is 
dealt with seriously whereas trans discrimination—along with the welfare of trans students—
remains insignificant. 
Adam is likewise discriminated at school. He is first outed as trans when flirting with 
fellow student Bianca in the episode ‘My Body Is A Cage’ part one (Grassi & Earnshaw 
2010a). After playfully patting his chest she rips open his shirt revealing his bound chest and 
yells ‘what the hell, are you a girl? I’ve seen freaks like you on Oprah.’ Exposure scenes like 
this, although traditionally utilised to elicit a homophobic responses from audiences, 
according to Keegan, are a ‘symbolic representation…of dysphoria…deployed by popular 
media to generate liberal sympathies for transgender difference’ (para. 6). Sequences such as 
this allow the implied audience to better understand a trans character’s feelings of bodily 
dysphoria and social marginalisation. Bianca’s verbal reaction is indicative of dominant 
perceptions of trans people as curiosities or tabloid topics. Following this, Adam endures a 
physical assault from bullies Owen and Fitz who follow him into the men’s bathroom. Fitz 
says to him ‘did you miss the sign on the door…it means “guys,” and we heard something 
from B [Bianca].’ Adam protests saying ‘look, I just want to use the bathroom’ to which Fitz 
responds ‘by all means, whizz, in the urinal, standing up. What are you waiting for?’ Owen 
encourages this adding ‘come on, whip it out, we won’t look’ before Adam tries to push past 
them and exit the room. They push back and Fitz exclaims ‘no way, you’re actually a chick!’ 
and Owen threateningly concludes ‘you are in the wrong place then.’ Owen picks him up and 
physically and symbolically removes him from this ‘male’ domain. In the hall he throws him 
into a plate glass door that breaks under his weight. The intensity of this scene is enhanced by 
the terror Adam (and the implied audience) experiences when realising that he is alone with 
hegemonic males who have taken it upon themselves to punish him for his difference to the 
gender order that privileges them.  
At Degrassi Community School, only peers intentionally discriminate against Adam, 
unlike at William McKinley High School where Unique faces discrimination from both 
students and teachers. In the represented American context, transgender discrimination, like 
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other forms of high school bullying, is systemic and appear incapable of being truly 
overcome. However, contrastingly, in the Canadian context transphobia along with other 
oppressive belief systems such as racism and sexism are demarcated as an adolescent 
phenomenon, something that adults leave behind in their adolescence. Although Fitz and 
Owen’s behaviour warrants serious mediation, they are suspended from school, and Principal 
Simpson outlines new safety precautions to ensure Adam’s safety, such as having an adult 
accompany him between classes, and, more problematically, assigning him to a ‘special 
needs’ bathroom (Grassi & Earnshaw, 2010b). These precautions make Adam feel more 
marginalised and the assignment of a separate unisex bathroom undermines his identification. 
The consequence that Adam, as a victim, should be segregated, underhandedly ‘promote[s] a 
hierarchy of legitimacy and acceptance wherein gender-conforming, heterosexual cis men 
and women…accrue privilege. Their concerns and their spatial freedoms [are] privileged 
while the concerns and locations of others [are] marginalized’ (Connell, 183). Although no 
adults intentionally assault or harass Adam, the governing adults of his school might be 
viewed as implementing a stopgap solution rather than overhauling cisgenderist attitudes 
inherent in the education system.  
Conclusion 
Transgenderism can no longer be considered a topic purely for adult consumption. The 
burgeoning inclusion of transgender youth in literature, such as picturebooks and young adult 
novels, and on screen in television, films, and documentaries, points to radical shifts in 
representing, thinking, living, and embodying gender in contemporary times. The inclusion of 
trans teenagers in Glee and Degrassi marks a significant shift in television production, as 
Unique and Adam are the first central transgender characters on North American television 
for teenagers. However, inclusion does not instantly equate to positive representation. Adam 
and Unique’s characterisation invariably resorts to stereotypes as much as they appear to 
attempt to demarginalise and destigmatise trans youth.  
Glee is renowned for its inclusion of sexuality and gender diverse characters, which 
on closer inspection are highly problematic and Degrassi with its more dramatic tone appears 
to be less problematic than Glee but this is due to its lack of satire and dark humour 
concerning minorities. Like Glee, Degrassi has its own set of problems when representing 
gender and sexuality minorities, as this article has explored. Adam is an emotively charged 
subject who transitions from dysphoria (assault) to euphoria (friendship, romance) and elicits 
an affective response from the implied young liberal viewer, thus positioning implied viewers 
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to validate his existence through a vicarious experience of dysphoria (Keegan, 2013) 
imbricating his transness by imbricating him with heterosexual masculinity. His gendered 
journey is both suddenly cut short and brought to stasis by the finality of his death, which can 
offers implied young viewers both a sense of closure and a sense of possibility.  
The framing of ‘love’ and ‘hate’ highlights the role of affect in these portrayals of 
trans youth, emphasising that audiences are called to sympathise with Adam and Unique in 
ways that imbricate their differences with their dominant cultural contexts they exist in, even 
as, it seems, those around them struggle to understand how to stop perpetuating systemic 
cisgenderism. With all the tensions in these shows between sensitively representing and 
stigmatising or stereotyping trans youth, they have broken ground in the representation of 
gender on television for young people. These shows demand further critical attention to 
appreciate the complex and often contradictory transing discourses on gender, identity, and 
embodiment that are being disseminated on the small screen.  
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Notes
1 This article’s definition of “transgender” follows from its popularisation in the 1990s as a catchall term for any 
and all identities or practices that transgress gender norms (Stryker, 2006, 4). Talia Bettcher (2014) explains that 
it ‘is often used to refer to people who “do not conform to prevailing expectations about gender” by presenting 
and living genders that were not assigned to them at birth or by presenting and living genders in ways that may 
not be readily intelligible in terms of more traditional conceptions of gender (Terminology section, para. 1) 
2 In The Simpsons, Judge Harm is revealed to be a trans woman (Meyer & Scully, 2001); educator Brunella 
Pomelhorst takes a leave of absence for gender reassignment (Price & Anderson, 2006); and Homer’s cousin is 
revealed to have changed genders (Martin & Kirkland, 1992). In an episode of Sabrina the Teenage Witch, 
Sabrina and her aunts use magic to become men (Bakay & Baldwin, 1997). The children’s cartoon SheZow is 
about a boy, Guy Hamdon, who assumes the superheroine role of SheZow, dressing in hyper-feminine attire. 
3 Kurt is described as looking ‘like an eleven-year-old milkmaid’ (Brennan & Scott, 2009). 
4 When living as a woman, Coach Beiste was often compared to butch men such as John Goodman and Michael 
Chiklis, as a joke by Coach Sue Sylvester. 
5 Finn Hudson tells Kurt that he does not understand ‘no means no’ (Brennan & Stoltz, 2010); Sandy is fired for 
touching a male student (Murphy, Falchuck, & Brennan, 2009a) 
      19 
6 Sue drugs and blackmails Principal Figgins with photographs of them in bed together (Brennan & Falchuck, 
2010); Beiste expresses a desire to intimidate Sue by ‘go[ing] all Deliverance [1972] on her’ (Falchuck & 
Stoltz, 2011) with allusions to sexual assault. 
7 There are documentaries such as the 2007 film Red Without Blue about male-assigned young adult twins, one 
who is a trans woman; and the 2005 8-part miniseries TransGeneration about four transgender college students. 
There are also trans child representations in the 1997 film Ma Vie En Rose and the 2011 film Tomboy  
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